Abstract: Gather the Women (GTW) is a program for women with limited fi nancial
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The members of Gather the Women meet twice a month on alternating Thursday evenings. Free childcare is provided for each participant. The group provides a support system where members are encouraged to share their goals and experiences. The group members also provide resources and accountability for each other in order to resolve economic and personal issues and obstacles in their lives. Most of the members are employed, but they are in low-wage jobs that offer limited upward mobility. Group meetings focus on goal progression, self-awareness, developing strengths or talents, identifying and improving potential, enhancing quality of life, improving health and building employability. The group is facilitated from a social justice approach and examines these issues not only from how they experience them as individuals but also places their experiences within the political and structural conditions (Broad, 1991 as cited in Lewis, 2006) . The facilitators plan activities for each session, based on the individual and group needs. As is the case for most groupwork, the activities are a starting point but the facilitators are fl exible in their execution of the activities.
The participants have direct infl uence on the planning of the group. At times, they are part of the decision making process for the group. There have been both successes and failure in group member decision making. Successes have included members' decision to move the time of the group, their decision about the topics to include in a special weekend retreat and their decision to coordinate a voter registration drive after hearing a speaker from the League of Women Voters. There are also times that the group members are asked to share opinions for planning purposes, but they are not the fi nal decision makers. For example, they often identify topics of interest for the group that are taken into consideration for planning and each year they provide an evaluation of the group. Several years ago, the facilitators asked the group members to meet with a former member who wanted to come back and make a decision about whether she could. It did not go well because it ended in more of a personal 'attack' than an opportunity to hold each other accountable. They have not tried to do this again, but there were other efforts to include group members as facilitators. There was an intentional effort to encourage the members to facilitate meetings and two of the women were trained as support group leaders through a YWCA training. There was limited success with this approach. One woman shared a craft project and another led a book discussion, but
Gather the Women: Listening to women through an empowering program this approach did not continue for several reasons. It may have been too early in the program and the women had limited self-confi dence, expressed discomfort with leadership among their peers and there were issues with reliability (that is regular attendance). As we prepared this article, we discussed that it may be time to consider this approach again, particularly if the members indicate they would like to try it.
All of the participants set modest but measurable goals for both personal growth and economic advancement on a quarterly basis at a one-on-one meeting with the program director. Along with co-facilitating the meetings, the director of the program provides individual support, accompaniment to appointments, advocacy, referrals, resources, learning opportunities and encouragement for each member. Outcomes for the fi rst year were promising -85% of the participants set and achieved modest goals for improved economic advancement -one graduated from a nursing program, two paid off past debt and two enrolled in school. Every six months, a status review is completed that assesses economic empowerment from several aspects including fi nancial management, fi nancial accountability, personal growth and wellness and economic freedom. The primary focus is personal growth and economic advancement, but there are social components because they have also found friendship. For example, the group may attend local events together and there are holiday parties. One of the reasons that we wanted to conduct this study was to emphasize the importance of the women's experiences in the group, as they expressed them. Women who are poor, particularly mothers, are often left out of discussions about policy, research and practice (Broussard et al, 2012; Teater, 2010) . The program regularly collects quantitative data about income and success in meeting goals, but we wanted to make sure that this study, or evaluation of the program, included their perspectives of the group and not just the quantitative outcomes such as employment, income and housing status. Lewis (2006) emphasized the need to analyze group process, not just outcomes and consider how participants identify effectiveness of the group. This issue of Groupwork which is a special issue on service user voices was particularly appealing, providing an opportunity to share their experiences and include a qualitative methodology that is better suited to complex experiences (Boonzaier & van Schalkwyk, 2011) .
Background of group members
All of the current nine members of Gather the Women were invited to participate in the study and seven chose to participate. The profi les that follow were created from case fi les and by asking the women to describe themselves. All of the women reviewed and approved their profi les and chose their pseudonyms for the study. 
Eva

Background of group facilitators and researchers
The facilitators of the group bring diverse experiences, following in the tradition of groupwork (Lewis, 2006) . One of the facilitators is a 67-year-old Caucasian woman, who has two grown children, and has been at the YWCA Carlisle for the past 28 years, 23 of those as Executive Director. The Program Director has been a co-facilitator with Gather the Women for seven years. She is an African-American woman with 4 daughters and 3 grandchildren. Her history with the YWCA began when, as a resident and President of the Tenant Association of Public Housing, she completed a leadership skills course designed for the tenant association. After moving out, she obtained the position of Assistant Property Manager with Family Public Housing. She was in this position when she fi rst started working with Gather the Women. The primary researcher in this study worked as a co-facilitator for Gather the Women for three years and continued working with the group on special events such as a retreat and program evaluation. She is 37 years old, Caucasian, has two children and teaches social work at a nearby university. Her history with the YWCA Carlisle began in 1997 when she worked as the Youth Director and created after school programs in low-income housing neighborhoods with the GTW Program Director and YWCA Executive Director.
When conducting groupwork research, the researchers can be located in one of two places (McDermott, 2005) . The 'outsider' or 'researcheronly' location and the 'insider' or 'practitioner-researcher.' Two of the researchers were part of the 'insider' location because they were the current facilitators of the group and met with the women twice a month. The primary researcher was part 'insider' and part 'outsider' due to her previous role as a group facilitator. Most of the women knew her as a facilitator but at the time of the study, she was only in a researcher role.
Interviews and journals
The research question for this study was, 'What are the experiences and struggles of participants of Gather the Women and how has the group approach led to empowerment?' This question was answered through qualitative methods with interviews and journaling. The interviews were conducted by graduate assistants, rather than the GTW facilitators, to try to reduce bias. They were conducted at YWCA Carlisle, where child care was provided. The interviews were approximately one hour long and they were audio recorded and transcribed.
There were 14 interview questions that helped participants talk about why they joined Gather the Women; things they liked, their experiences in the group, and things they would change. There were other questions about social service experiences in general. This article focuses on the interview questions related to GTW group experiences, with plans to publish their responses to social service questions in another article. The interview questions were developed by all three researchers and the GTW participants.
The women were given journals with four questions. Two of the questions were used for this article. The fi rst asked, 'How would you describe yourself to someone who does not know you?' and was used for the descriptions of each woman. The second, 'How has the group infl uenced or not infl uenced how you describe yourself?' was analyzed as part of the interview responses. The other questions were related to perceptions of women in poverty and what can be done to address these perceptions and will be analyzed separately.
The research study was approved by the Shippensburg University Human Subjects Committee and precautions were taken to protect the identity of the participants. One of the interesting dilemmas that arose with the study was that the participants wanted to use their real names in the article. They indicated that they wanted people to know their stories and what it is like to be part of Gather the Women. The researchers struggled with this request as we wanted to honor their right to self-determination but also needed to follow ethical research guidelines. We discussed as a group and the participants agreed that it made sense to use pseudonyms although they would like to publish their stories in other venues in the future, using their names. It was important that the women's stories were not used as simply a way to substantiate need for funds or continued programming. In other words, there is a conscious effort to continue to work with the women so that their voices are heard and their stories 'used' to further social justice issues (Costa et al, 2012) . They wanted to see their stories in print and expressed interest in how their stories could be included in works to change policy and practice.
The researchers read through each transcript and responses to written questions several times looking for patterns (Rubin & Babbie, 2014) . These notes were then reviewed and codes created using open coding. MaxQDA, a qualitative software program, was used to assist with the data analysis.
Findings: Experiences and impact of the group
There were several categories of responses that help to answer the question about group members' experiences and how the group affects the members. These categories include: reasons for joining the group, group norms, relationships, positive outlook and program factors. There were several themes within each of these categories.
Reasons for joining Gather the Women
The reasons for joining the program revolved around seeking relationships and resources. The most common reason the participants joined the program was to meet other women in similar situations and fi nd support. Some of the women also joined because they knew group members already or knew the staff at the YWCA. J-roo F. said,
I saw it as a support group where I can meet other women and see that I'm not the only one going through situations that seem impossible to mount …
The participants talked about what was going on in their lives at the time they joined GTW. Some had relationship issues with the fathers of their children; two had recently moved to the area and did not know many people; others described generally being in a diffi cult time of their lives.
Faith went into the most detail about her reasons for joining the group.
Gather the Women: Listening to women through an empowering program I also recognized that there was a need for a change because I was struggling in a relationship and at the time I was also pregnant with my third child. I was inundated with problems at home with my teenager and I was overwhelmed with the fact that I was going to have a third child and I was by myself in essence, although I really wasn't by myself but I was going through an abusive relationship and I had never been through an abusive relationship before and I couldn't understand why I was still in it because my mother was in one and I just needed an outlet. I needed some help. I needed some support. I stayed in the relationship because I wanted to show my boyfriend at the time that there was a different way to do things. I wanted to show him that even if he hit me I would show him kindness and I thought he would stop, but basically, that's why I joined the group cause I was going through some hard times fi nancially, emotionally, and I really wanted to be in the relationship but at the time it wasn't helpful to me.
Malaya described how she was interested in the group because she heard other group members talk about it
I'm going to group, I'm going to group, and I was like what is this group? I want to be a part of it. You know what I mean? I want to do something different, you know, um, and have something that I'm dedicated to, and just to, just be there and you know I was like, okay, Imma do this, I, I need this.
At least one of the participants recognized that she joined because she already knew a facilitator,
I just joined (pause) I knew the staff previously. I've grown up with her daughter, so I've always known her, and when she presented it to me, it just seemed like the right thing to do, and it was time to, like, get away for a little bit from my life (laughs) and come here.
Three of the women specifi cally mentioned that they were having diffi culty fi nancially and needed help fi guring out what to do and connecting to resources. Olivia stated,
I was referred by someone because I guess they thought the group would be a good match for me I guess for resources. I was kind of in limbo being a single mom living with my parents and I didn't know what was out there and available so that's why.
Group Norms
One of the most important themes related to group dynamics was the feeling of confi dentiality and commitment. Almost all of the women described how safe they felt sharing in the group, knowing that what is said in group will not be heard outside of group. Eva stated one of the rules of the group, J. Roo F. expressed her comfort with group confi dentiality,
It's not like sharing a secret with somebody out in the world. It's not like sharing a secret with a neighbor that could potentially mean you harm. It's a group and everybody is treated with respect …
Another key aspect of the group was that the women feel like they are listened to and respected. Faith reported,
I'm not judged for what I say and I am allowed to have the feelings that I have and I'm not belittled because I have the feelings that I have.
Olivia talked about how you can ask for advice if you want it, but 'if you don't they just listen and that's great'.
Relationships
Gather the Women offers limited direct fi nancial support. There are occasionally gift card raffl es during group time or holidays and there are times when the program pays for something directly related to increasing income. For example, one woman needed to take a licensing exam to enter into a health care fi eld and the program paid for the exam fees. This was clear in the responses to the questions. The women knew that this program was not about receiving 'handouts' and that seemed important to them. They expressed appreciation for the fact that the responsibility for change is theirs. The women described outcomes of group related to empowerment that included building trust and decreasing isolation.
Five out of the seven women specifi cally identifi ed trust as something that is diffi cult for them and that the group has helped them build trust, particularly with other women. Eva talked about building trust, J. Roo F. summarized it by stating, 'we belong to something'. This theme was also refl ected in their descriptions of how the group has impacted how they would describe themselves to someone else.
Positive Outlook
When asked about how their thinking has changed as a result of the group, most of the women indicated they think more positively. Eva said,
I must say that I think a lot more positively when it comes to things concerning myself. Like I was always one that was always there for everyone else and I'll help you out, but when it came to myself, then it was just like it didn't matter. It was irrelevant, but my thinking has changed.
She went on to talk about how she is more optimistic because she recognizes that change takes times and that taking the small 'right' steps is progress. Other women also recognized the change in how they think about themselves and their futures. Faith said, I, initially, had very little hope before I started the group. I really did and they provided hope and my thinking has changed because I'm more hopeful because they provided opportunities to show us that there was hope and even through our discussions…I'm more mature about my thinking because of Gather the Women.
Olivia specifi cally mentioned parenting, I think I have a more positive outlook on the choices that I make, the parenting that I do, and just my future in general because of the support that they give you that anything is possible and you can achieve whatever you want.
Loren described changes in her thinking in terms of gaining more control over how she sees things,
As far as my feelings, the way I feel about situations, people. They can't control that. They can say things, but I have to be the one, if I want to be happy, I have to believe that I'm happy. I have to want to be happy. I can't blame everyone else for everything that's happened.
Marie also described feeling more in control of the way she handles diffi cult situations,
I felt like I had to be aggressive to get my point across and I learned that I don't have to be aggressive, I can be assertive and there's nothing wrong with that.
They also identifi ed more positive views of themselves as a result of group. 
Program factors
There were several program factors that the women identifi ed as important. This included things such as an overnight retreat that they took within the past year and annual holiday dinners that are often in new locations. They also mentioned some of the activities that are done as part of group including journaling and art projects. Faith described, When asked about things that they would change about the program, the most common response was to meet more often and/or longer. They highlighted that the two weeks between meetings can make it diffi cult. Faith said, Olivia talked about the diffi culty getting to group because she does not have her own car, but she still wanted to meet more often, Some of the women talked about ways to expand the type of support and resources that are offered through the program including more information about higher education, transportation and daycare. Faith identifi ed that the group needs more diversity We've had different ethnicities, however, I'm She also identifi ed that the group is not particularly diverse in terms of age. Over the 8 years that the group has existed, there have been varying levels of diversity in terms of age, race/ethnicity and religion. There have been women as young as 18 years old and women who were in their 60s. The community overall is 84% Caucasian, but the majority of group members are African American (U.S. Census, 2010). Many of the women who join are based on referrals from current group members which contributes to a lack of diversity. Faith raised an interesting question about the group's changing diversity. We plan to follow up on this and discuss what has happened with the group.
One of the most consistent themes in the interview results is the importance of having childcare that the women trust during the group. Even though there was not a question specifi cally about this issue, the interviewees talked about being able to meet with other women without their children and knowing their children are safe. J. Roo F. described it well, When I come to the group, the kids go in one place and I'm in another. They're in the same building I am in so I feel like they're safe and I can relax.
Discussion
The interviews confi rmed our ongoing discussion about progress for the participants. Week by week, it sometimes does not seem like there is progress. The facilitators wonder if they are doing the right thing, if the women are making 'enough' progress…if they are, in fact, becoming more economically empowered. We have been tempted to do individual casework in group settings or 'casework by numbers' (Lewis, 2006) . We also discuss quite often whether dependency has developed, but continue to come back to the fact that there is so much emotional healing that occurs that is related to their economic advancement that it takes time. It has also taken some of the women this long to trust the facilitators and the group, often due to traumatic histories. We do not want women to leave when they are continuing to grow and/or provide support to the other women. We have come to the conclusion that it is not dependency, it is a sense that someone is in their corner and that three hours per month is not setting up a system of unhealthy dependency. The interviews support our observations, with the women identifying 'hope' as one of the primary outcomes of the group.
What is clear from these interviews is that things are changing for the women. They no longer feel alone, they have learned to trust, they have learned to ask for help, they have learned to listen, to support each other, to believe in themselves and to think more positively. Each of these things alone may not seem like much when the goal is to move out of public housing or buy a car or pay all the bills each month. But when put together, these things add up to the confi dence to fi nish a degree, go to a fi rst-time homebuyers' workshop, persist in waiting for subsidized childcare to be available or even change jobs when under-appreciated and underpaid. Based on what they have told us, they would not be doing the same things if they were not part of group. They would not be empowered to do those things. They would not believe that it was possible. The support, through group, is making a real difference in their lives. The results of this study have practical implications that are also supported by previous literature. Social support is an important coping mechanism for women living in poverty (Broussard, 2012) . Further, meeting childcare needs is essential and the participants must view the childcare as safe (St. Thomas & Johnson, 2006) . In order to establish a sense of trust the facilitators need to talk about confi dentiality and make sure that participants feel there is mutual respect for it. Finally, group facilitators often feel pressure to 'prove' that their programs are successful and there are increasing requirements to demonstrate effectiveness in order to obtain resources (Lewis, 2006) . These sometimes narrowly defi ned outcomes of success can lead to denial of the notion that small positive experiences in groups can have a cumulative effect in terms of enabling individuals to develop skills, confi dence and self esteem within a safe environment and transfer these skills, experiences and feelings from one group to another. (Lewis, 2006, p. 86) The participants in Gather the Women clearly identifi ed these types of changes in trust, confi dence and self-esteem as a result of the groupwork. This study provided an opportunity to listen to what service users are telling us about their experiences in the group and the results help to support the existing quantitative program evaluation. Outcomes related to individual and group progress both need to be included in assessing groups and include process related outcomes such as trust in group members, self-confi dence and changes in outlook or vision of the future.
